The Soul as the charioteer 
(from the Kathopanishad) 
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Atmanam rathinam viddhi shareeram rathameva tu, 
Buddhim tu sarathim viddhi manah pragrahameva cha. 
Indriyani hayanahur-vishayansteshu gocharan, 
Atmendriya-manoyuktam bhoktetyahur-maneeshinah. 
(Kathopanishad, verses 1.3.3-4) 
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In his discourse to Nachiketa, Yamāchārya explains the parable of the charioteer: 
The Self (atmd, soul) is master of the chariot (ratha); the body (shareera) is the 
chariot; the discriminating intellect (buddhi) is the charioteer; the mind (mana) 
is the reins, the senses (indriya) are the horses; and objects of desires (vishaya) 
- taste, smell, sight, hearing, touch... are the roads the horses travel on. The soul 
enjoins the mind and the senses to enjoy worldly pleasures. 


The soul is the only conscious entity, separate from the body, intellect, mind, 
senses, objects of desires and sole master in command of the chariot whose 
parts are only inert. 


In present day life, we see vehicles do not move unless the owner or chauffeur 
in the seat starts driving. Even autonomous cars need to be instructed as to the 
destination and the software, satellite tracking, etc. assists driving to safe 
destination. 


The analogy of the charioteer and chariot is a clear portrayal of the 
characteristics of the atmd (soul): its existence as immortal, eternal, of 
unchanging nature, a conscious entity distinct from the body, and numerous 
other qualities which are unique aspects of the Sat Sanatan Vedic Dharma 
(Hindu philosophy). And this knowledge is sourced from the Vedas (the one-and- 
only Revelation to mankind at Creation) unfolded by the Rishis (Vedic seers) 
through the Katha Upanishad. 


The ultimate objective of human life is to attain Moksha-Mukti, and the steps to 
that goal are: (i) Dharma-righteous living; (ii) Artha-righteous earnings; and (iii) 
Kama-righteous enjoyment of the righteous earning. Hence, the need for ...self- 
restraint ...moderation ...control of the senses; and these are instructed by the 
atma (soul) as the charioteer to the shareera (body), the chariot. 


This ancient wisdom, the allegory of the charioteer ascribing sole responsibility 
to the soul for all deeds (Wanasa-thoughts, Vacha-words, Karmana-physical 
actions) is truly an eternal principle which has gradually filtered down various 
schools of thoughts, philosophies and cultures with some adaptations. 
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